
y 

HliFORMAlIOH IDEAS IK SHAKESPEARE'S PLAYS 

A STUDY OF TEE MFRCHAKT OF VEBTrCE 

AMD IIAMUn 

b y 

CONNIE HOLT JONES, B.A, 

A THBSIS 

IN 

JiHGLISH 

Submitted to the Graduate Faculty 
of Texas Teehnologlcal Collê re 
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INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this study is to investigate certain 

ideas of the Reformation i/hich appear to have found their 

way into Shakespeare's plays. Martin Luther's ideas have 

been chosen because they are distinctively Reformation 

ideas and may be distinguished from Humanist and Scholas

tic concepts with comparative ease. Of special interest 

is the concept of forgiveness as it is discussed in Luther's 

treatise on the Sermon on the Mount, The Man from Witten

berg explains forgiveness in terms of his concept of vo

cations* an idea of order which seems readily to fit into 

accepted patterns of English thought during the Renaissance 

period. 

This study moves through a brief survey of the early 

Reformation into a consideration of the climate of opinion 

in Shakespeare's England, with special emphasis on establish

ing whether distinctive religious ideas would have been of 

sufficient interest to prompt an Elizabethan playwright 

to use them. It is the conclusion of this study that 

Shakespeare found contemporary religious ideas to be 

interesting and that he employed ideas of a distinctly 

Lutheran nature in his plays. 

These Lutheran concepts are considered in relation to 

a comedy. The Merchant of Venice, and a tragedy, Hamlet, 



LUTHER AND THE REFORMATION 

îThat are a man's obligations in this world7 Every 

system of law, morality, and religion implies that a man's 

actions are significant, that he must justify his decisions 

to act, and that he must accept the consequences of his 

conduct, \tfhere relations with the next world are con

sidered in addition to those in this one, as they were 

during the Medieval period of Christian development, the 

question becomes: What must a man do to be saved? How

ever, the idea that works are essential to salvation was 

not original vrith Medieval Christian doctrine. It grew out 

of a number of sources, including Hebraic concepts of law 

regarding religious conduct, Hellenic concepts of man's 

reaching toward the ideal realm through virtuous conduct, 

and mystic communion rites from Oriental religions. These 

merged during the early years of the Church and combined 

with Roman methods of administration to produce a severe

ly legalistic pattern of Christian perfection which took 

into account the grace of G-od as an aid to salvation, but 

which emphasized the importance of man's own attempts to 

merit salvation through the law,^ 

Ifiertrand Russell, A History of Western Philosophy 
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 19^) t p. ^77. 
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Such a system promoted dependence on the Church and 

the opportunities which it offered the sinner to work out 

his salvation. Huge cathedrals still stand in Europe as 

monuments to the efforts of countless anonymous sinners 

in behalf of their souls. Ironically enough, it is sup

posed to have been the selling of indulgences in order to 

finance the completion of Saint Peter's Cathedral in 

Rome which inflamed Martin Luther's initial protest against 

the authority of the Pope,^ 

Certain other thoughtful believers had even earlier 

deplored the corruption and superstition idiich had grown 

out of the practices of a rapacious clergy, Chaucer's 

gentle caricatures of the ecclesiastics foreshadowed the 

more vehement protests of the Christian Humanists of the 

sixteenth century, who, while remaining in the Church, 

had desired to reform these evils of the medieval merit 

system, Erasmus's Encomium Moriae and Sir Thomas Mora's 

Utopia, as well as other satiric works, attacked the Scho

lastics, Even in their enlightenment, however, the Human

ists insisted on the essential significance of human actions 

in relation to salvation, finding tremendous potential in 

man's ability to exercise Reason in pursuit of knowledge. 

They hoped, through broader learning and more tolerant 

attitudes, to replace Medieval despair in human nature 

^Robert Herndon Fife, The Revolt of Martin Luther 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1957), p. 2if5, 



with Renaissance optimism in man's reasoning self-reliance,^ 

Through the God-given gift of Reason, they held, a man could 

hope to understand what he must do in terms of universal 

and divine law. 

Then, Martin Luther stood up among the Scholastics 

and the Humanists and proclaimed that both systems were 

sending men straight to hell by teaching them to rely on 

their own measurable experiences rather than on the in

comprehensible magnitude of G-od's love. From about 1522, 

Luther opposed the synthesis of law and gospel as a means 

of salvation by setting law against gospel. In effect, 

the law of God ought to be preached solely to drive men 

to seek salvation. To preach law, in the sense of the 

Christian's obligation to fulfill it, was to confuse 

salvation by the achievement of a more righteous charac

ter (Aristotle's ethic, Luther called it) with the only 

righteousness sinful man could ever attain—namely^ the 

It 

forgiveness of a loving God, Man was trying to con

struct a system of natural order based on justice, when 

all he needed was to recognize the existence of God's or

der, based on love. 

Thus, Luther opposed two themes which were dear to 

^Russell, Western Philosophy, p, 5l6. 

Leonard J. Trinterud, "A Reappraisal of William 
Tyndale's Debt to Martin Luther," Churcxi History, vol, 31, 
pp, 26-27» 



medieval and humanist minds. On the one hand, the medie

val ideas, "devotio moderna," of imitating Christ and of 

following Christ, were for Luther evasions of the real pro

blem of sin. Likewise he felt that the humanists' view of 

Christianity as the true way of life, of Jesus as the true 

teacher, of the gospel as the new law, failed to reach 

the real need of the sinner—"one who did not and could not 

live according to the new, higher law,"-̂  

Ecclesiastics and Humanists alike recoiled from the 

reduction proposed by Luther, the one fearing for the 

structure of the Church, the other preferring a more op

timistic view of man's capacity to achieve perfection, and 

both exclaiming that only anarchy could result from such 

a point of view, Charles V reflected this last convic

tion in his condemnation of Luther at the Diet of Worms 

in 1521 when he claimed that a thousand years of Christian

ity could not be nullified by one lone monk. As Will Du-

rant explains: 

The emperor was as shaken as the monk. Born 
to the purple, and already accustomed to author
ity, he thought it self-evident that the right of 
each individual to interpret Scripture, and to 
accept or reject civil or ecclesiastical decrees 
according to private judgment and conscience 
would soon erode the very foundations of so
cial order, for this seemed to him based on 
a moral code that in turn derived its strength 

^Ibid. 



from the supernatural sanctions of religious 
belief.^ 

Luther, however, had no intention of throwing earth

ly government into disorder by invalidating the law 

as active principle in the affairs of men. His attitude 

was one of clarifying religious function. In truth, he 

was an ultra-institutionalist who risked his popularity 

and influence by taking the side of princes and magistrates 

eigainst the common people during the Peasant War (152^-

1526), In a tract entitled "Against the Robbing and 

Murdering Hordes of Peasants," he warned the rulers that 

their duty lay in punishing rebellion even though punish

ment meant bloodshed, Durant quotes him as saying: "if 

^he ruler7 can punish and does not,,, then he is guilty 

of all the murder and all the evil which these fellows com

mit,., "7 

Furthermore, he supported Henry VIIl's Act of Su

premacy (153^)» holding that a Protestant prince should 

be recognized as head of the church in his ô im country, 

a concept that accelerated the already existing tendency 

to increase the power of kings. 

^Will Durant, The Story of Civilization; Part VI 
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1957)» pp. 361-362. 

7lbid,, p. 390, 
o 

Russell, Western Philosophy, p, 523. 



Luther's theory of vocations as God's plan for main

taining both religious and secular order in the earthly 

kingdom requires the operation of law as a stabilizing de

vice, Luther simply insisted that the religious function 

of the law was not to save but to convict. The sinner 

should not feel that his hope lay in works, which were 

identified as good or bad in relationship to the law. He 

could never hope to work well enough to satisfy its demands. 

He could never practice virtue enough to have a righteous 

heart. The law could only drive him to deny self-reliance 

for reliance on God,^ 

An excellent standpoint from which to observe the 

conflict between Lutheran ideas and those of the opposing 

traditions is the Reformation in England, where the de

velopment of the state Church in a new, primarily Pro

testant, pattern called into play German, Italian, and 

Genevan influences during the reigns of four monarchsx 

Henry VIII, Edward VI, Mary Tudor, and Elizabeth I.^^ 

It was during the reign of Elizabeth that one of the 

greatest masters in all English literature wove the in

tensity of the religious conflict into his drama. 

9Trinterud, "Reappraisal," p, 26, 

10A definitive study of the period is Phillip Hughes, 
The Reformation in England. 2 vols.(New Yorkx Macmillan, 
195^)» which gives detailed historical information on the 
religious and political struggle through Mary Tudor's reign. 
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A study of Reformation ideas in a dramatist such as 

William Shakespeare does not necessarily entail an effort 

to determine the personal religious orientation of the wri

ter. As Roland M, Frye points out in the introduction to 

Shakespeare and Christian Doctrine, one may determine fair

ly quickly from the evidence that Shakespeare was a con

forming member of the Church of England, However, such a 

discovery has relatively little biographical value since 

that institution included many views in that era: 

...it encompassed such Lutheran views as those 
of Tyndale, such "Catholicism" as that of Hen
ry VIII, such Puritanism as that of the great 
popular preachers of London, and such Calvinism 
as was influential in bishops and others as 
well as Puritans, and such developing "Anglican" 
theology as was represented by Hooker. It also 
included many persons of no particularly clear 
conviction, and surely some who conformed for 
the sake of convenience and personal safety 
while holding to heterodox, heretical, or even 
anti-Christian opinions. 

However, it is of value in literary discussion to point 

out that Shakespeare recognized the dramatic values in

herent in religious motivations and used them as freely 

as he used the dramatic values of certain philosophical 

ideas. As Richmond Noble explains in his study of 

Shakespeare's Biblical Knowledge: 

•̂ •̂ Roland M. Frye, Shakespeare and Christian Doctrine 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963)» p. ^. 
Mr, Frye's work includes excellent bibliography of opinion 
in this area as well as his own research in religious concepts, 



The dramatist is limited in his use of literary 
allusion as compared with ordinary writers. He 
must not divert attention from his main purpose... 
His points must be comprehensible to his audience, 
and if he aims over their heads so that they 
fail to grasp his intent, he will miss success as 
a writer for the stage. That Shakespeare relied 
on Biblical allusion for enhanced appreciation 
of some of his points argues familiarity with the 
Bible on the part of his audience, even if we 
did not know already that the Bible was the com
monest and most discussed book of the day.^ 

Therefore, wherever a concept could be most effectively con

veyed in terms of religious imagery, the dramatist used 

scripture, doctrine, or tradition to convey it. Wherever 

character development or the portrayal of a key attitude 

could be best understood in terms of religious involvement, 

Shakespeare so dramatized his material, l^erever thematic 

values could be more effectively expressed in terms of 

the distinctive ideas of a Luther, he so expressed them, 

just as he developed Machiavellian characters or parodied 

Euphuistic technique in order to present more clearly his 

imitation of life for the Elizabethan audience. 

Nor was Shakespeare the only dramatist from the Eliza

bethan era to use religious material in the secular drama. 

Christopher Marlowe, divinity student turned playwright, 

wrote Doctor Faustus and The Jew of Malta, which deal di-

l^Richmond Noble, Shakespeare *s Biblical Knowledge and 
Use jf the Book of Common Prayer, As ExempliTied in the "FTays 
o^ ^̂ ê ̂ Trst FolTo (London; SPCK, 19 35), p. 22. "Thir"w^7k 
is still considered a definitive study on this matter, and it 
includes invaluable historical material on the development of 
the Bible and the Prayer Book during the Renaissance. 
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rectly with religious conflict in violent, almost medie

val fashion. Ben Jonson began Volpone, a black comedy, 

with a parody of the liturgy which must have seemed blas

phemous to an audience accustomed to the reading of the 

Prayer Book. But Shakespeare seems to have injected re

ligious views into his plays more subtly and more deeply 

than either Marlowe or Jonson, who primarily capitalized 

on the rhetorical effect of presenting prayer, blasphemy, 

or other strong religious emotion on the stage. 

How much religious allusion could have been readily 

accepted by the Elizabethan audience can be more easily 

determined by understanding the direction of popular thought 

and literature in the era. Between 1553 and I603, 

England was ruled by the most powerful Protestant monarch 

in Europe. Her fleet warred with that of Catholic Spain 

for dominion of the seas, and her bravest captains sought 

to exploit the New World in the name of the Virgin Queen 

and the Established Church of England. Richard Hakluyt 

describes Sir Humphrey Gilbert's "commission and purpose 

to take possession of these lands to the behalfe of the 

crowne of England and the advancement of Christian re

ligion in these Paganish regions." ^ His history. 

Richard Hakluyt, Early English and French Voyages. 
ed, Henry S. Burrage (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 
1932), p* 197. 
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Principall Navigations. Traffiques. Voiages. and Dis

coveries of the English Nation (1589), also included 

the first of three laws which Gilbert established in 

the fishing harbor. Saint John, Newfoundland, "for Re

ligion, which in publique exercise should be according 

to the Church of England."1^ Exploration and adventure 

abroad did not preclude the establishment of order at 

home, where the novel ideas of the Renaissance were 

struggling to find a place beside the Reformation move

ment in this same Established Church. 

Elizabeth I had the heavy responsibility, not only 

of justifying the validity of the Tudor position on the 

throne against the claims of the Catholic Stuarts, but 

also of reconciling the warring elements arising from her 

father's separation of England from the Roman Catholic 

Church and from Bloody Mary's subsequent attempts to re-

instate those religious and political ties through re

ligious persecution at home and a Spanish marriage a-

broad. The Queen actively engaged in continuing the 

reform of the Church, assuming the role of head of 

the Church as had her father, and directing the bishops 

in continuing the determination of Anglican doctrine ahd 

practices. The difficulty of her position in this situation 

was related to the physical location of her more liberal 

^^Ibid,. p. 199. 
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and cosmopolitan court in the midst of a city ruled by 

somber Puritan mayors who consigned the popular theaters, 

along with the brothels and other establishments of ill 

repute, to the outskirts of the city. Thundering sermons 

were held in the streets while John Lyly's masques were 

presented under the special protection of the Queen in 

the royal household. Considerable tension developed in 

intellectual, spiritual, and political spheres, but it was 

not until the era following the deaths of such dominating 

persons as Sir Phillip Sidney and Elizabeth, who counselled 

an attitude of sweet reasonableness, that the tenseness 

exploded into civil war. Moreover, the intellectual ac

tivity of the period reaped a lyric harvest from the care

ful balancing of ideas which was still possible at this point 

in the struggles among the opposing forces. 

If the Queen was engaged in reforming the established 

religion, the common Londoner felt keenly the immediate 

need of a definitive and clear way to salvation. The 

issue had been in debate too long. This same common Lon

doner was a theater-goer. In Doctor Faustus. Marlowe paral

lels Faustus' contract with the Devil with a visitation 

by imps on a clownish servant. " Many in his audience 

Roy Lamson and Hallet Smith, Renaissance England 
(New York: Norton, 1956), p. 2. 

Christopher Marlowe, Tragical History of Doctor Faustus. 
Act I, scene iv. 
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probably shuddered at the portrayal of an experience 

which they superstitiously believed could happen to them. 

The stage history of the play shows that occasional extra 

devils reported when the magic words were repeated, and 

the story goes that the leading actor wore a cross 

stitched onto his costume, just in case,!' 

With plague and mischief rampant and starvation 

an ever-present possiblility, the ordinary man desired 

a way of salvation uncomplicated by theological quib

bling. He was interested in the latest edition of the 

Bible, which was translated and revised several times 

during the Renaissance, The language and choice of words 

of a particular translator may have been the topic of con

versation along the street or in the university. In many 

of Shakespeare's plays, the common fellow speaks very knowing* 

ly of religious and philosophical mat.ters. Quite often, 

seemingly conventional quibbling on such terms as rrrace 

invited the audience to participate in a higher awareness 

of the significance of the concept, intensifying dramatic 

values which are related to the thematic structure of the 

play. 

The malapropisms of Elbow, in Measure for Measure. 

seem to indicate that Shakespeare expected his audience 

!^C, F, Tucker Brooke and Nathaneil B, Paradise, Eng' 
lish Drama: 1580-1642 (New York: Heath, 1933), p. 68, 
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Ik 

to supply the proper theological terms in the constable's 

description of the malefactors in his charge: 

.•,but precise villains, they are, that I am 
sure of; and void of all the profanation in 
the world that good Christians ought to have,,o 

(II. i, 5^-^56) 18 

Hardin Craig notes that precise means puritanical, and 

that profanation is probably a malapropism for profession. 

Thus, the audience should have recognized that Pompey is 

anything but precise, and that he is utterly lacking in 

profession of faith rather than profanation, since his 

calling is that of a bawd. The playwright stimulates these 

realizations for his audience so that they will recognize 

in the errors of more active and involved characters just 

what qualities or attitudes may be missing, 

A similar development may be traced in the same 

play in an exchange between Lucio and two gentlemen who 

quibble vrith him on grace and religion until he retorts : 

Ay, why not7 Grace is grace, despite of all 
controversy: as, for example, thou thyself art a 
wicked villain, despite of all grace, (l,ii, 2U"'27) 

Moreover, a parallel occurs in Falstaff's quibble on grace 

l8 
References from the works of V/illiam Shakespeare 

are taken from Hardin Craig, The Complete Works of Shake
speare (Chicago: Scott, Foresman, 1961), Where it is pos
sible, specific passages are cited in the body of the paper, 

^Craig, Complete Works. p. 840. 
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in Henry IV. Part One : 

Fal. ,,, God save thy grace, —majesty, I should 
say, for grace thou wilt have non^,— 

Prince, What, nono7 
Fal, No, by my troth, not so much as \f±ll serve 

to be prologue to an egg and butter, 
(I, ii, 19-23) 

Grace becomes a major concept later in each play, when 

the problem of tempering justice with mercy is introduced 

into the main plot. 

Outside of the drama, pamphleteers proved their 

facility at capitalizing on partisan conflict through 

appeals to the various religious factions, Robert Greene 

and John Lyly, among others, gained a certain amount of 

fame in the Martin Marprelate Controversy (1588-89) be

tween the bishops and their Puritan attackers. Because 

of the lack of popular newspapers, quarjjelers depended 

on cheap pamphlets to air their views. The hack writers 

also appealed to popular concern with morality and re

ligious matters in pious tracts. They not only entitled 

their works with pious names, but often dealt in invective 

and publicly attacked their enemies under such labels. 

They filled in their attacks with homilies reflecting 

religious commonplaces and notorious doctrines which they 

garnered from the sermons of the Puritan divines who had 

flocked to London, One of these tracts. The Repentance 

of Robert Greene. Master of Arts (1592) is particularly 
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interesting because of the Lutharan tone of its common

places. Robert Greene, the author, reminds the reader: 

Thus you may see how God hath secrete to him
self e the times of callin,^, and when hee will 
haue them in his vineyard, some hee will calle 
in the morning, some at noono, and some in the 
euening, and yet hath the last his wages as the 
first: For his iudgementes are inscrutable, so 
are his mercies incomprehensible.^0 

These pamphleteers, many of them coming from the univer

sities and seeking to eke out a living by their wits, pop

ularized the ideas of such renowned men as Luther, 

helping mold public attitudes toward these figures from 

the translations and commentary which were becoming avail

able. Largely through their efforts, mention of Genevan 

gowns and Wittenberg was readily understood as references to 

Calvin and Luther^ just as a multitude of crude jokes grew 

up around the precise attitudes of the Puritan element of 

the city, ^ 

Only brief years ago, London had heard the cries of 

Protestant martyrs, whom John Foxe immortalized in Actes 

and Monuments of These Latter and Perilous Days (I563), 

a widely-read attempt to prove that England had been especial' 

ly selected for the triumjliof the Reformation, which was 

supposed to have begun in England with John Wycliffe. 

^Robert Greene, Groatsworth of VIt and The Repentance 
of Robert Greene, ed, G. B, Harrison (London: John Lowe 
The Bodley Head Ltd., 1923), pp. 27-28, 
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"As one of Foxe's contemporaries put it, Wycliffe bef̂ at 

Huss, who begat Luther, who begat truth,"^1 Lady Jane 

Grey and Master Hugh Latimer were English martyrs for an 

English church which had been established by and English 

king. All Englishmen could read the accounts of their 

deaths in Foxe's book, which was required to be kept in 

all cathedral churches and in the houses of bishops, deans, 

and archdeacons , and which by practice was also kept in 

nearly every parish church.^^ 

One of the more important developments arising from 

the establishment of the Anglican Church was the emphasis 

placed on using the vernacular rather than Latin, This 

emphasis was encouraged in England, as it had been in 

Germany, by the translation of religious and philosophical 

works from Latin into the vernacular.^^ Rising nationalism 

had generated for the native tongue an enthusiasm which is 

evident in the works of such poets as Samuel Daniel, who 

wrote in Musophilus; 

l^enas our accents, equall to the best. 
Is able greater wonders to bring forth; 
\\nien all that euer hotter spirits exprest. 

2lLamson and Smith, Renaissance England, p. ̂ 32, 

^^Ibid. 

23Durant, Civilization, p. 369. 

file:////nien
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Comes bettred by the patience of the North, 
And who, in time, knowes whither we may vent 
The treasure of our tongues... 
What worlds in th'yet vnformed Occident 
May come refin'd with th'accents that are ours? 

(11. 53- 62) 

Even more imperative than an enthusiasm for "th*accents 

that are ours" was the Protestant conviction that each 

man should have access to the revealed truth of the Bible. 

Prior to the Elizabethan period, William Tyndale had been 

martyred for his translation and distribution of the Bible 

in English, Tyndale is generally credited for making 

Luther important to the English Reformation because the 

translator went to Wittenberg and worked with his English 

text alongside Luther's German one, exercising the Lutheran 

technique of rejecting Latin phrasing for a more direct 

expression in the vernacular. ̂ ^ In this way, many of the 

key words which occur in Luther's work may have been trans

mitted into Elizabethan thought^ Within seven years of 

Tyndale's martyrdom (1536), The Great Bible in English 

was set up, by order, in every parish church in England, 

And when, in l6ll, the Authorized King James Version of 

the Bible was adopted, its language echoed Tyndale's,2° 

2^Samuel Daniel, The Complete Works in Verse and Prose 
of Samuel Daniel. Vol, I, ed. Alexander B, Grosart (5 vols,; 
private edition; London: Hazell, Watson, and Viney, Ltd., 
1885- 6), p. 255. 

25Durant, Civilization, p, 36. 

2oLamson and Smith, Renaissance En.^land. p. k"^. 
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Several editions of the Bible were printed in English 

durin,'? Shakespeare's productive years, many stimulatin'^ con

siderable controversy because of printing errors or often 

grotesque renditions. Noble points out evidence that 

Shakespeare was probably aware of a disputed rendering in 

the Bishops' Bible of I568 and 1572 concerning the transla

tion of the Greek word â ;ape Ui^ya.7fh) by "love" rather than 

by "charity," The dramatist plays on the multiple mean

ing in Titus Andronicus as well as in Love's Labour's Lost,^ 

It is probable that Shakespeare used both the Genevan 

and the Bishops' editions; he shows, in addition, a 

familiarity with the Prayer Book of 1559, which included 

large portions of the Scripture as well as simple sermons 

to be read at the services of the Anglican Church, Noble 

points out that Shakespeare appears to have been particu-

v_̂  larly familiar with the Psalms and Ecclesiastes because of 

28 recurring allusions from them in the plays. 

The Elizabethan period was an age when religious 

values profoundly influenced political decisions, artistic 

conception, popular opinion, and other elements of secular 

life. Therefore, this study proposes that Elizabethan drama, 

which grew out of medieval morality plays and acquired a 

veneer of Latin form and style with an occasional in-

27Noble, Biblical Knowledge. p, 12. 

28Ibid,, pp. If3-1̂ 7. 
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jection of Italian content, reflects the religious values 

of the newly-Protestant milieu of the Elizabethan audience. 

^ 
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FAITH AND MERCY IN THE MERCHANT 0£ VENICE 

One of the more essential problems in human relation

ships is the restoration of order after a man has offend

ed his neighbor or divine authority. The question is im

perative enough to merit special consideration in the 

Lord's Prayer (Matthew 6: 7-13). The petition, "For

give us our debts," is qualified with the phrase, "as 

we forgive our debtors," Lest there be any ambiguity 

about the phrase, the idea is clarified by an explana

tion which follows the prayer in the King James Version: 

1^, For if ye forgive men their trespasses, 
your heavenly Father will also forgive you: 
15. But if ye forgive not men their trespasses, 
neither will your Father forgive your trespasses. 

\ 

Luther remarks that the impression may be given 

here that the forgiveness of sins is merited by our 

forgiving rather than by our faith, but he insists that 

the act of forgiveness is a confirmation of the Christian 

vocation to act with faith toward God and with love toward 

our neighbor,^ The act of forgiveness is made possible 

through faith, and to offer it to God as a good work 

meriting His recognition and subsequent forgiveness is 

29Roferences from Martin Luther are drawn, unless other
wise indicated,from Jaroslav Pelikan, ed, and trans,, Luther's 
Works, Vol, 21 (Saint Louis; Concordia, 1956), cited as 
Luther, This reference t Luther, p, llf9. 
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an affront to the majesty of God, Gustaf Wingren ex

plains Luther's views in this way: 

Since the reign of Christ is in giving, and in 
^race and the gospel, to proffer gifts here is 
an attempt to depose Christ from his throne, 
A human being Ifits his works compete with the 
King of heaven.*̂  

Therefore, Luther argues, the capacity to forgive stems 

from the movement of God's grace into the life of the 

Christian and outward to other men in a manifestation of 

love. From the Lutheran point of view, the question of 

restoring order in damaged relationships is one of repentance, 

of restoring love. Reminding Christians of their duty, he 

writes: 

We still have our flesh and blood about us, be
having in its own way and easily letting slip 
an evil word or an angry gesture or action which 
is an affront to love. Therefore there must be 
continual forgiveness eunong Christians, and we 
continually need forgiveness from God,31 

Reconciliation may occur in one of two ways. First, 

justice can prevail, so that the injured party receives re

compense for his injury and the defendant faces retribution 

for his act. Or, love can prevail so that the injured par

ty waives any claims to justice out of a sincere desire to 

^^Gustaf Wingren, Luther On Vocation, trans. Carl C. 
Rasmussen (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1957), p. 13. 

^^Luther. p. 121. 
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act with love toward the neighbor. If the offender re

pents, reconciliation may take place, though he is still 

liable to any public consequences arising from his error. 

The principle difference between the alternatives is that 

the first is outward, or public, and the second,a matter of 

the heart. In human affairs, love should be called upon 

more often, because men more often commit acts for which 

they can scarcely provide recompense. However, the com-

raon tendency of the injured person is to cry out for jus

tice, for one's just due, for objectivity under the law. 

Though Luther insisted on love in personal involve

ments of Christians, and even with non-Christians, he aleo 

asserted that each man ought to act in a public capacity 

when required to do so in order to preserve public order, 

if he can act with a Christian hearty 

Thus when a Christian goes to war or when he sits 
on a judges* bench, punishing his neighbor, or 
when he registers an official complaint, he is 
not doing this as a Christian, but as a soldier 
or a judge or a lawyer. At the same time he 
keeps a Christian heart. He does not intend any
one any harm, and it grieves him that his neigh
bor must suffer grief,.. Nor does /^rist7 teach 
us to escape from it or to desert the world and 
our office and station, but to make use of this 
rule and established order,^^ 

The situation in The Merchant of Venice offers an 

excellent opportunity to examine the problems of public 

32ibid,, p, 113. 
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and private obligations before the law, and their relation 

to justice and love. In this play, a good and gracious 

man is brought before the court on a capital charge. His 

accuser is an embittered Jew to whom Antonio has mortgaged 

all his belongings in order to secure a note for his friend 

Bassanio, The merchant loses his collateral in shipwrecks 

and must yield himself to the hard-hearted Shylock, who 

maliciously demands the promised pound of flesh as re-

compense for the debt. 

Of Antonio, it could be s^id: "Greater love hath 

no man thah this, that a man lay down his life for his 

friends,"-'-^ In every way, he practices a Lutheran vo

cation of manifesting love toward his fellow man in pri

vate relationships while respecting the claims of the law 

in public situations. Although Shylock accuses Antonio 

of spitefully spitting upon "my Jewish gaberdine" and 

calling him names (I, iii, 112-1^), both accuser and ac

cused know that Antonio had done so in renunciation of 

Shylock*s "money-changer" attitude toward the poor wretches 

whom he catches in his high interest demands. There seems 

to be a parallel between Antonio's persecution of the 

unscrupulous usurer and Christ's whipping the money-changers 

out of the temple; at least, both were engaged in remon

strating against a public wrong, Luther directs in this 

^-^John 15: 13, Holy Bible. Authorized King James Version, 
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matter of denouncing violations of the law and love of God: 

In this way a Christian can easily handle the 
situation and his relations toward both his 
enemies and his friends. So far as his neigh
bors* persons are concerned, he will love and 
bless everyone. But on the other hand, so far 
as God and His Word are concerned, he will not 
put up with any transgression, ,,,for this cause 
belongs neither to us nor to our neighbor, but 
to God, whom it is our duty to obey before any
thing else (Acts 5:29) (Italics mine ).^^ 

Moreover, it become;? readily apparent that Shylock is 

most disturbed over losing business because of Antonio's 

actions; for he says: "I will have the heart of him, 

if he forfeit; for, were he out of Venice, I can make 

what merchandise I will." (ill, i, 131-33X 

The attitude of Antonio, on the other hand, is one 

of self-sacrifice toward both the Jew and his light-

hearted friend. In a letter to Bassanio on the prospect 

of death, Antonio does not cry out, "I am dying for your 

sake I Redeem me or at least appreciate my sacrifice," 

Rather, he writes: 

,,,and since in paying it, it is impossible I 
should live, all debts are cleared between you 
and I, if I might but see you at my death. Not
withstanding, use your pleasure: if your love 
do not persuade you to come, let not my letter, 

(III, ii, 320-324) 

Furthermore, his personal attitude toward Shylock is one 

of Christian patience when he is not publicly attacking 

3^Luther, p, 121. 
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the Jew in defense of the poor. In his own defense he 

takes a resigned attitude: 

,,,but since he stands obdurate 
And that no lawful means can carry me 
Out of his envy's reach, I do oppose 
My patience to his fury, and am arm'd 
To suffer, with a quietness of spirit. 
The very tyranny and rage of his, (IV, i, 8-13) 

In following this course, he is agreeing with Luther's di

rective that a Christian should not resist evil directed 

against him as a private person, and that he could oppose 

malice as a secular person "just so long as you do not have 

a false heart, but one that remains as patient as it was 

before, "̂ -̂  Antonio is offering quiet submission to earth

ly justice, though it seems at this point that the law is 

being subverted to a malicious man's unjust purposes, Lu

ther reminds the Christians that their justice may be sub

verted by rogues and rascals, that "the world hates them 

regardless, and it takes pleasure in tormenting them, There< 

fore Christ tells them beforehand that in the world they 

ought to expect this sort of thing and ought to yield to 

suffering."-^ Certainly the Christian has Christ's ex

ample before His own judges to guide him in this matter. 

35ibid,. p. 111. 

3^Ibid,. p. 115. 
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Since The Merchant of Venice is a comedy, the play

wright must conceive of some ingenious way to relieve the 

situation. His first care is to preserve the law, and there-

fore order, while sparing Antonio, Portia sharply rebukes 

Bassanio*s proposal that the law should be sacrificed to 

expediency: 

Bass, •,,And I beseech you, 
V/rest once th^law to your authority: 
To do a great right, do a little wrong. 
And curb this cruel devil of his will. 
Por, It must not be; there is no power in Venice 
Can alter a decree established: 
'Twill be recorded for a precedent 
And many an error by the same example 
Will rush into the state: it cannot be, 

(IV: i, 215-222) 

Therefore, the Bassanio-Portia plot is brought together with 

the Bassanio-Antonio plot to provide a study of the nature 

of law and of man's relationship to it. 

Previous to her appearance at the court in defense of 

Antonio, Portia has gained a husband through an ingenious 

test devised by her father so that none could have her but 

he "who shall rightly love" (I, ii, 36), Though her father 

is dead, Portia has sacrificed her freedom of will in the 

matter of choosing her husband, yielding to the secular con

trol exercised by her father. In resigning herself to her 

father's design, she is acting with faith that the ensuing 

test will provide a suitable husband. In this,her attitude 
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parallels her opinion concerning the law of Venice: 

0 me, the word 'chooseI* I may neither choose 
whom I would nor refuse whom I dislike; so is 
the will of a living daughter curbed by the will 
of a dead father, (l, ii, 25-26) 

Her only choice lies in hê r affections or in the attitude 

her heart takes toward her suitors. She frankly admits 

that none has pleased her until Bassanio, whom she admires 

so that she wishes to reveal the secret of the test: 

,.,1 could teach you 
How to choose right, but then I am forsworn; 
So I \>rill never be : so may you miss me; 
But if you do, you'll make me wish a sin. 
That I had been forsworn, (III, ii, 10-14) 

The choice for the suitors lies among three caskets which 

likewise depend on a choice of attitude: 

The first, of gold, who this inscription bears, 
*Ii)Tio chooseth me shall gain what many men desire;* 
The second, silver, which this promise carries, 
*Who chooseth me shall get as much as he deserves;' 
This third, dull lead, with warning all as blunt, 
'Who chooseth me must give and hazard all he hath.' 

(II, vii, 4-9) 

Fortunately, Bassanio chooses correctly because he has a 

proper attitude concerning the issues of this choice. A 

man cannot choose by what he desires or by what he thinks 

he deserves, because his imperfect understanding of himself 

and of what is desirable leads him to false opinion, which 

is only apparently the truth, and that only for a time. 

The world, he declares as he chooses, is beguiled by 

"The seeming truth which cunning times put on/ To entrap 
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the wisest" (III, ii, 100-101). 

This episode is important to Portia's defence of An

tonio, for it establishes the idea that faith is fundamental 

to Christian love. Portia appeals to Shylock to exchange 

something of which he thinks is sure, his revenge, for 

xiThat must be an unknown quantity, forgiveness. The two 

great lessons of love which this play demonstrates are 

faith and forgiveness. Forgiveness, as Luther points 

out, follows faith.37 

Portia begins her appeal for mercy with a description 

of the source of mercy and the way it acts in men and 

among them: 

The quality of mercy is not strain*d. 
It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven 
Upon the place beneath: it is twice blest; 
It blesseth him that gives and him that takes, 

(IV, i, 186-189) 

She admits that mercy cannot be forced. One man gives it 

willingly to another; God is not constrained to forgive 

any man, especially out of a sense of obligation for what 

a man merits by his actions. The twofold blessing of mer

cy is reminiscent of Luther's remarks concerning forgive

ness: "You see, this is the twofold forTiveness: one 

inward in the heart... and one outward, breaking forth 

and assuring us that we have the inward one."38 

37lbid.. p. 149. 

38lbid, 
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Moreover, Portia declares the relation between 

justice and mercy. She characterizes mercy in kings 

as an attribute of G^d carried in the ruler's heart in 

opposition to the temporal power carried in the scepter: 

*Tis mightiest in the mightiest: it becomes 
The throned monarch better than his crown; 
His sceptre shows the force of temporal power. 
The attribute to awe and majesty, 
IVherein doth sit the dread and fear of kings; 
But mercy is above this sceptred sway; 
It is enthroned in the heart of kings. 
It is an attribute to God himself: 
An earthly power doth then show likest God's 
]̂̂ en mercy seasons justice, (190-199) 

Instead of exhibiting mercy, Shylock insists on wielding 

what claims he may have to justice. However, his "scepter" 

is rather short, for he is relying on the righteousness 

of his cause: "Wliat judgement shall Î  dread, doing no 

wrong7" (ill, i, 88) Portia issues a warning which strikes 

at the root of his power: 

Therefore, Jeair, 
Though justice be thy plea, consider this. 
That in the course of justice, none of us 
Should see salvation. (199-202) 

Here she reflects the concept that the law will convict 

rather than save. She clarifies her statement by citing 

the Lord's Prayer: 

.,,we do pray for mercy; 
And that same prayer doth teach us all to render 
The deeds of mercy, (202-204) 

It is in this declaration that she echoes the Duke's 
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previous question, "How shalt thou hope for mercy, render

ing none7" (86) A man who feels no need for mercy be

cause he is protected*by his own righteousness will pro

bably be unimpressed by a plea based on the idea that ev

erybody sins and falls short, Shylock is unimpressed, 

\iniat Shylock does not understand is the essential 

nature of the law. First, the law demands an absolute 

quantity, no more and no less. Second, a man may sue for 

his right to take that quantity, claiming recompense for 

another's misdeeds. Third, having elected to sue, he 

cannot assume that he may choose not to take the abso

lute quantity dictated by the law. Having been mistaken 

in his understanding of the law, Shylock is caught in the 

trap of compromising his righteousness. He cannot take the 

pound of flesh without the drop of blood; yet, he must 

take the pound of flesh, since he has demanded and won it. 

His inability to do so renders him liable to penalties 

which he did not know existed, so that he is placed ap

proximately in the position into which he had forced An

tonio, 

In discussing Matthew 5: 38, Luther remarks that the 

Jews had come to consider it a matter of obligation and 

necessity for them to take an eye for an eye and a tooth 

for a tooth, that it was as grievous a sin for them if they 

failed to use the sword of punishment as it was for others 

to seize the sword and murder with it. He explains that 

file:///iniat
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they had confused a law addressed to those who were con

cerned with governmental authority with a matter of per

sonal prerogative,-^" This is the essential error which 

man makes in deciding how to deal with those who have in

jured him personally or x>rho have threatened public order 

through their errors. In effect, Shylock has taken a 

matter of personal malice to a public court to claim 

a right to just recompence. As a private person, he 

could have chosen to behave with love toward Antonio 

without violating order. He could have sued in the court 

for what Antonio owed him, if he had not had the "false 

heart" against which Luther warned. But there is little 

sympathy for this malicious man, who, like Rosencrantz 

and Guildenstern, "did make love to this emplo3mient, "^0 

Once Shylock took a private matter to the public bar, he 

committed a crime against public order, and was liable to 

the penalties which Portia pronounced, and only a seasoning 

of justice with mercy prevented his total destruction. 

The Merchant of Venice is a comedy; and wit, based on 

a reasonable understanding of faith and law, is able to 

save the day. 

Many comedies of the Elizabethan era revolved about 

questions of law in conflict with private and with secular 

39lbid., p, 106, 

^^Haralet, Act V, scene ii, 1, S5. 
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order. The courtroom scene was almost as popular then 

as it is in the modern drama of television and the movies. 

Often the threat of justice intensified an accumulation of 

nonsensical events so that the comedy climaxed in a chaotic 

scene which required a magistrate to restore order to 

the situation, Marlowe's The Jew of Malta goes to court 

in a scene in which the judges are revealed to be greater 

rascals than the offender (I, ii). Every Man in His 

Humour ends at Justice Clement's house; and Volpone. 

another of Ben Jonson*s plays, finds justice handed 

out to the offenders after they are apparently safe. 

In Measure for Measure. Shakespeare constructed a com

plicated plot , exploiting the consequences of a judge*s 

confusing his public duties with his private desires, 

with a side excursion into the problems of legislating 

against human nature, 

Luther would have found Measure for Measure an 

agreeable play in many ways, particularly in the point 

that virtue ought to have a public manifestation in love 

toward other men rather than a purely private value, 

where it is stored up for merit as a defense against 

the judgments of both man and God, This point is ade

quately expressed in the Duke*s admonition to Angelo 

early in the play: 

Thyself and thy belongings 
Are not thine own so proper as to waste 
Hiyself upon thy virtues, they on thee. 
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Heaven doth with us as we with torches do. 
Not light them for themselves; for if our virtues 
Did not go forth of us, *twere all alike 
As if we had them not, (I, i, 30-36) 

He could have added that if our virtues do not go 

forth, we are worse than if we had them not; for we 

rely on them to justify us rather than on God. Self-

reliance can be a destructive attitude in this sense. 

Isabella's plea for her brother's life is similar to 

Portia's plea for the life of Antonio in expression, 

but scarcely in warmth. Isabella's conviction of her 

own virtue prevents her from sacrificing with love for 

her brother, a sinner. Thus, though she loves the law 

and is willing to let her brother die before she would 

allow the law to be broken in her violation, Isabella 

scarcely shows any love for the God in whose name she 

bruits her virtue, since she is not moved to forgive 

men for being men. Only the real emotion of the mer

ciful Mariana,who has forgiven countless times, ac

complishes Isabella's conversion . Clever manipulation 

of circumstances prevents any really tragic events in 

this play, and the principals learn humility and love 

before it ends. 
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FORGIVENESS IN HAMLET 

Tragedy seems to arise out of a much more com

plex situation than does comedy. The action in a comic 

sequence is usually complicated, but not profound. In 

drama, the action may be mainly concerned with mo

tivations, and therefore complex rather than compli

cated. Deviations from public and private order in 

the comic situation are not so great that they can

not be corrected or rendered harmless through a ready 

wit or a fortunate chain of circumstances. Actions in 

a tragic situation, however, become increasingly seri

ous until some terrible event threatens to bring down 

the total structure of order into chaos. This cru

cial action is usually based on a decision which re

flects chaos in the heart and mind of the major charac

ter. 

In this way, it can be seen that the microcosmos 

causes destruction in the macrocosmos or outward world. 

According to Lutheran ideas, confusion in a man's out

ward actions reflects a lack of faith in the inward 

man. The whole man may be out of touch with God 

and with God's will, but this man's existence in an 

earthly realm where inner disorder may disturb the 

^^Luther, p, I50. 
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natural order which is God's plan for this world makes 

him liable to divine authority , After the major 

character of a tragedy commits the tragic action, he 

should be able to recognize the conflict which brought 

his action about, and to learn the truth about his con

dition. Often, the person is acting on a basis which 

he is sure is reasonable and just. Most often, he is 

reasoning from the wrong premises. The Merchant of 

Venice illustrates the fallacy of reasoning from a 

premise of self-righteousness instead of faith. Hamlet. 

too, demonstrates the fallacy of arguing from self-

reliance instead of faith. The tragic hero learns 

from his fatal error just where his shortcomings are 

and how he should deal with them, so that he achieves 

some sort of understanding before he must surrender 

himself to the consequences of his actions. Thus, 

tragic action often involves a significant reconcilia

tion with the outer world which signifies the reooncilia< 

tion of the inner man with himself and with God, 

It may be suggested that there can be no real 

tragedy in the classic sense in a system based on Chris

tian values, since salvation robs death of its finality 

and makes the death of any Christian a triumph rather 

than a tragedy. The point is that the tragedy of a 

Christian tragedy does not occur at the denouement, 

where issues are finally settled and the hero's 
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death occurs. The tragedy occurs at the turning 

point of the drama, where the character commits an 

action out of lack of faith or some other tragic 

fallacy. It intensifies as the character recognizes 

what he has done and begins to behave in a new awareness 

made possible by this recognition. It climaxes as the 

hero achieves his new awareness in a final action, 

which should reflect the new status of the inner man. 

In both Hamlet and Lear, significant reconciliation 

scenes occur which seem to reflect the beginning of the 

restoration of the microcosmic, and eventually the 

cosmic, order. The situations in these two plays are 

similar because the vocations which are violated in 

both cases include a violation of the family re

lationship. In Hamlet. murder has jeopardized not only 

Hamlet, but a faunily and a kingdom. In Lear, abdication 

has jeopardized not only Lear, but a family and a king

dom. The plays differ essentially in that Hamlet deals 

principally with the problem of gaining faith, while Lear 

deals with the necessity of maintaining vocations through 

faith, Hamlet. too, deals with the problem of vocation, 

but less specifically than does Lear. Insanity plays a 

role in each state of disorder, and both men offend fe

male relatives . In each situation, another family is 

affected and virtually destroyed because of its affilia

tion with the royal household. In each play, there is 
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a significant reconciliation of family relationships. 

Lear's occurs late in the play, near the climax; Ham

let's occurs nearer the turning point so that it sig

nals his ability to take a new attitude in his attempts 

to understand and to act. 

Particularly striking is the occurence in each of 

the reconciliation scenes of the same concept, couched 

in almost identical terms, Hamlet, finally able to 

accept his mother as he must accept guilt for Polonius' 

death, says: 

And when you are desirous to be bless*d, 
I'll blessing beg of you, 

(Hamlet. Ill: iv, 171-72) 

Similarly, Lear comforts Cordelia after they have been 

captured in the defeat of the French forces: 

Come, let's away to prison: 
We two alone will sing like birds in a cage: 
Ti/hen thou dost ask me blessing, 1*11 kneel down. 
And ask of thee forgiveness.,, (Lear. V:iii, 8-11) 

Each of these men has been engaged in a power struggle 

with evil and malevolent forces. Each needed an ally in 

his efforts, but neither realized that he was repudiating 

the only one who really loved him enough to sacrifice 

everything for him. Each commits a tragic act while in 

this state of repudiation, before he learns the deceptive 

nature of his understanding of what he desires and what he 

thinks he deserves, Hamlet thinks that he deserves a 
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perfectly virtuous mother; Lear, a loving and faithful 

daughter, Hamlet discovers that he can accept a humanly 

imperfect mother, who can repent and beg his forgive

ness even after he has discovered his own need to be 

forgiven, Lear accepts a daughter who has understood 

the nature of his false opinion and the imperative of 

faith well enough to let him send her away. 

Ironically, the key to the attitude proposed by 

Hamlet and Lear in these moving scenes may be found in 

a similar passage in Antony and Cleopatra, another tra

gedy of the third period (1J02-1608).^2 Caesar sends 

Proculeius to attempt a reconciliation with Cleopatra 

shortly after Antony's death. The messenger reassures 

the Queen: 

Be of good cheer; 
You have fallen into a princely hand, fear nothing 
Make your full reference freely to my lord, 
\rtio is so full of grace, that it flows over 
On all that need: let me report to him 
Your sweet dependency; and you shall find 
A conqueror that will pray in aid for kindness 

\fhere he for grace is kneel'd to. (V, i, 22-2 ) 

The irony of the situation lies in the fact that Procu

leius' report of Caesar is not true, despite Caesar's 

later promise, "We will rather extenuate than enforce" 

( V: ii, 126). Caesar's suit is based on policy rather 

than on love and faith. The key to this selection is the 

^2craig*s distinction. Measure for Measure also falls 
during this period; whereas, The Merchant of Venice is earlier. 

file:///rtio
file:///fhere
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identification of grace as the necessary ingredient. 

Therefore, the_î Î_x©CQ*̂ ĈiiJLi-â tion, as it is shoxv̂ n in 

Hamlet and in Lear, represents the reconciliation of 

God and man a5L_J»e.ll as that of son and mother, oX. father 

and daui^hter. Likewise, the original offense in each 

play had been committed as much against divine authori

ty as against man. 

Ttfhat, then, is out of order between Hamlet and God7 

According to Luther, only one attitude estranges a man 

from God, and that is a loss or a lack of faith. He also 

proposes that a sign of the lack of grace is the inability 

or unwillingness to forgive. 3 xn what has Hamlet placed 

his faith, if not in the Everlasting, whose canons he 

mentions7 V̂hat is he unable to forgive, and in whom7 

Hamlet reveals the answer to all of these questions in his 

first soliloquy, before he is even aware of the fact of 

the murder. 

The problem which plagues Hamlet in this first solil

oquy is his deep pain over the disintegration of his fami

ly. Some influence is operating to destroy it; and, out 

of his ignorance of the true nature of the destruction, 

Hamlet turns to a general blcuning of the most apparent 

realities; his own imperfect nature, his mother*s mar

red character, an indifferent world, and a stern God: 

^3jLuther, p, 150. 
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0,^that this too, too sullied flesh would melt. 
Thaw and resolve itself into a dewl (I: ii, 129-30) 

He, himself, is the first apparent reality, and he wishes 

this being out of existence, Hamlet is so distressed by 

the fact of his father*s death that the despises his ovni 

mortality: 

Or that the Everlasting had not fix'd 
His canon 'gainst self'slaughterl 0 God! GodI 

(131-132) 

/Hamlet is, then, aware of the existence of God, or at 

least of God's law and the hell which awaits those who 

break it. This God of which Hamlet is aware is immortal, 

and He chooses to exercise His will over mortal men. The 

Prince obeys the law grudgingly, out of a sense of attri

tion. Suicide is a way of escaping the responsibility 

of having to make decisions, but it violates not only 

the concept of self-preservation, but also the Christian 

responsibility to God, Suicide is rebellion rather than 

acceptance. Later, Hamlet will hit upon the stratagem of 

insanity, which will spare him such public decisions as 

that which he has just made in agreeing to obey his mother's 

wishes about his return to Wittenberg, But he will never 

find a way to escape the private decisions which are the 

\ 

real issues of the drama. 

Not only does Hamlet despise his own mortality, but 

he imposes his melancholy attitude on Nature, in much the 
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same way that he imposes his attitude of attrition and 

(Self-rellance on God, The reason for his dissatisfac

tion is explained in the last half of the soliloquy. 

The Prince is disturbed by change or mutability, as it is 

manifested in the dissolution of his family and, most 

particularly, in his lowered estimation of his mother's 

character. Rather than adopt an attitude of acceptance 
I 
toward change, however, Hamlet grows resentful because 

I 
this world i^ll not conform to his idealistic desires, 

\ His mother is not merely changed; she has metamorphosed 

from something altogether noble to something altogether 

base : 

0, most wicked speed to post Î^̂  
With such dexterity to incestuous sheets I 
It is notf nor it cannot come to good,., 

(156-159) 
I 
J 

Basically, Hamlet cannot forgive God for making him a 

man, who must endure a world in which things change and 

who must accept a mother who could also change, who must 

accept the fact that his own understanding can change, 

/ In his meeting iirith the ghost of his father, Hamlet 

receives information which should override his selfish 

concern with his mother's defection and his oivn disil

lusion, Hamlet is given responsibility to correct a mat

ter of public order, Tlie ghost does not tell Hamlet ex

actly how to go about restoring order to the throne and 

the royal family of Denmark, But it certainly warns him 
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concerning what he should not do. The ghost warns Ham-

let against inward error in mind and soul; for the work 

that ought to be undertaken is a public vocation, invol

ving punishment of public crimes committed against the 

institutions of the throne and marriage. The one thing 

that Hamlet must not do is lose the Christian heart 

which Luther said Christian judges and authorities ought 

to maintain in the pursuit of their public duties. 

The ghost ordains: 

Let not the royal bed of Denmark be 
A couch for luxury and damned incest. 
But, howsoever thou pursuest this act. 
Taint not thy mind, nor let thy soul contrive 
Against thy mother aught: leave her to heaven 
And to those thorns that in her bosom lodge. 
To prick and stin- her. (l: v, 82-88) 

Hamlet immediately offers his acceptance of this command: 

Yea, from the table of my memory 
I'll wipe away all trivial records... 
And thy commandment all alone shall live 
Within the book and volume of my brain. 
Unmix'd with baser matter: yes, by heaveni 

(I: V, 96-108) 

However, the Prince immediately mixes the noble matter of 

his vocation with the baser matter of his private chaos. 

He taints his mind and contrives with his soul a vengeful 

attitude wherein he takes a public authorization for a pri

vate prerogative. It is ironic here that he pledges his 

^^Luther. p, 113. 
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revenge by swearing by heaven, instead of leaving his 

mother and his uncle to that divine authority. 

From the time of this vox̂r to the turning point in 
/ 

/ the play, Hamlet is handicapped in his attempt to carry 

f out his public vocation of restoring the Danish throne 

because his heart is hardened against M s uncle. He ' 

cannot cleanse the royal bed because his heart is hard

ened against this mother. His inability to forgive in

dicates that he is trying to rely on some other method 

than faith to determine his course of action, Ttfhat is 

this other method7 We already know that Hamlet pos

sesses an awareness of the law, and that he will fol-

low the law as far as he is able to determine what is 
7 

\ 

required. His weakness lies in his inability to deter

mine this information. The problem in the kingdom and 

j the royal family is that a rascal is trying to usurp 

; position. The problem in Hamlet's microcosmos is 

also that some rascal is interfering with orderly con

trol. The rascal in the big world is Claudius; the 

rascal in the little world, Hamlet's will, 

Hamlet's will has not yielded itself to faith. 

Reason, if it were operating properly, would instruct 

the will to submit to providence. But Hamlet's Reason 

is not acting on the premise of faith, but on the basis 

of self-reliance. It may operate from what Hamlet thinks 

he knows by sense perception, or it may operate from his 
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reliance on the righteousness of his intentions, but it 

is not acting on the tenets of faith, despite the fact 

that Hamlet often cites the canons of the Everlasting. 

How much a man can seem to be in the right, yet in 

reality be completely wrong, can be seen in Hamlet's 

instructions to Polonius concerning the disposition 

of the players, "My Lord," Polonius promises, "I 

will use them according to theii- deserts" (II: ii, 552), 

Hamlet objects, first with a sound argument, then with 

an invalid one : 

God's bodykins, man, much better: use every 
man after his desert, and who would 'scape 
whippittg7 Use them after your own honor and 
dignity: the less they deserve, the more merit 
is in your bounty, (II: ii, 554-558) 

The danger of reliance on merit has been mentioned in 

The Merchant of Venice: "That in the course of justice, 

none of us/ Should see salvation" (IV: ii, 119). More

over, Falstaff's joke in Henry IV: Part One reflects 

the same idea: "O, if men were to be saved by merit, 

what hole in hell were hot enough for him7" (I: ii, 119) 

Luther held that good works were never sufficient to 

save, because the function of the law was to teach re

liance on God rather than on self; and the law deter

mines which works are good and to what degree , 

Yet, Hamlet further directs Polonius to use 

the players after his own honor and dignity. In terms 

of Polonius' office, honor and dignity are valid criteria 
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for determining authorized treatment of another person. 

Portia poiniB out that mercy is more admirable in propor

tion to its relation with power. Yet, Hamlet does not 

instruct Polonius according to the honor and dignity of 

the office of Lord Chamberlain. He is clearly speaking 

here of personal rectitude and merit, for he adds, "the 

less they deserve, the more merit is in your bounty." 

This distinction reveals Hamlet's basic error though-

out the early part of the play, for it demonstrates the 

Prince's self-reliance, his stress on personal virtue, 

and a general attitude which is much like the Stoic 

tradition,^-5 which is pagan and humanist rather than 

Christian and Lutheran, A chief virtue of Stoicism 

is fortitude, the ability to endure. The corresponding 

Christian idea is patience, or the ability to wait. There

in lies the chief distinction between the Stoic and the 

Christian traditions: Christians have something to 

look forward to, Heunlet's later assertion, "The readiness 

is all" (V: ii, 234), is qualified by the idea that the 

fall of the sparrow is marked and by the idea that some

thing is coming, evidently death, A death that is marked 

by Providence is not the end of things: it is the beginning, 

However, in the discussion with Polonius concerning the. 

players, Hamlet implies that if a man willj he can do 

^^Russell, Western Philosophy, pp, 268-269, 
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good, and that he ought to be virtuous in order to 

merit more bounty, Hamlet has not yet realized that 

it is possible to commit evil with the best intentions. 

He still thinks he can rely on himself to know what he 

must do. 

The "to be, or not to be" soliloquy (III: i, 56-9O) 

reveals most fully Hamlet's attitude of attrition to

ward the law, Ttfho would suffer here, he asks, if that 

"dread of something after death" did not make us "rather 

bear those ills we have/ Than fly to others that we 

know not of" (ill; i, 78-82) 7 Even though the passage 

is concerned with the religious problem of immortality, 

Hamlet does not consider the basic values of that problem. 

He has no sense of faith. In the first place, he would 

not so long have considered the possibility of suicide 

if he had believed in divine grace. He would have trusted 

God to provide a worthier alternative. Obviously, this 

soliloquy is a continuation of the one begun in the 

first act, and it represents a continuation of those in

itial dissatisfactions. The problem is that Hamlet knows 

that, if he commits suicide, he is damned. He also knows 

that, if he errs in seeking revenge on his uncle because 

of false opinion from a devilish spirit, he is damned. 

Then again, he fears damnation if he fails to do his 

duty in the event that the ghost is a true ghost. He 

cannot, he will not decide because he is almost overcome 
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with fear of the consequences. "Thus conscience does 

make cowards of us all,,., "he exclaims (83), There is 

no mention of love in the soliloquy; yet, if love wore 

present, Hamlet would not need to appeal to Ophelia, 

'N>Tnph, in thy orisons/ Be all my sins remembered" 

(89-90), Hamlot needs the assurance that his sins 

will be forgiven, just as he needs to forgive his moth

er s sins so that he can be about the public business 

concerning Claudius, But Hamlet is trapped in his self-

righteousness and his self-reliance. 

Through the mousetrap play, Hamlet is convinced of 

Claudius' guilt, and the pattern of public justice should 

finally be established. His sardonic joy at finally being 

sure in this matter is interrupted (as are his intentions) 

by his concern for his mother, Rosencrantz and Guilden

stern bring a message from his mother, requesting a con

ference. The Prince's reply, "We shall obey, were she 

ten times our mother" (ill: ii, 345)t is ironic; for he 

does not think of her as his mother at all. He has taken 

the personal attitude tox/ard her, not as a son nor as a 

Christian, but as an aggrieved justice of the court, a 

biased judge. 

Now that Hamlet has the evidence which makes pos

sible and even necessary some attempt to remove Claudius 

from the Danish throne, he does not immediately set about 

that business. In failing to do so, he incurs a dreadful 
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responsibility, Luther had warned the German lords 

that he who can punish and does not—"even though the 

punishment consist in the taking of life and sheddin-

of blood—then he is guilty of all the murder and all 

the evil which these fellows commit,,,"^^ Claudius is 

aware from Hamlet's reactions during the mousetrap play, 

that his secret is out and that he is committed to some 

drastic action, Claudius has two alternatives: he may. 

repent and seek forgiveness, or he may harden his resolve 

to dispose of Hamlet, 

Hamlet finds Claudius in the chapel, at tempt in:̂ ' to 

repent. At no time in the play is Hamlet more sure 

of himself than at this moment. He has his enemy un

der his hand and elects not to act in order to send his 

enemy to hell at a more fitting moment. Hamlet should 

not have had the enemy under his hand at all. Execu

tioners do not usually execute personal enemies. Nor 

is the problem of Claudius' soul any of Hamlet's con

cern, unless he is interested in trying to save his uncle, 

Claudius has to work out his salvation with God, and Ham

let should not speculate about the matter. As it is, 

his speculations lead him into serious error, and he 

refuses to carry out his public vocation against the 

murderer, Hamlet was trying to be God in dealing with 

^°See fuller quotation above, p, 6, 
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Claudius when he could not even be a Christian, Tliere-

fore, just at this moment, Claudius knows what Hamlet 

did not know, but only presumed to understand, Claudius 

knows that he has not been able to reconcile himself with 

God, so that h6 must elect to commit desperate actions 

against Hamlet. 

Hamlet's next action is based on this same 

self-assuredness which characterized his decision to 

spare Claudius, The stabbin,: of Polonius seems to be 

an impetuous act, but it is really a deliberate, venge

ful one, very similar to Hamlet's attitude in the pre

vious scene. He had reasonably assumed that Claudius 

would be hidden in Gertrude's chamber to determine 

what his intentions concerning his uncle's guilt would 

be, Hamlet finds, instead, that he has committed mur

der, with neither public nor private warrant to do so. 

Furthermore, the ghost's reappearance finds him in the 

act of deciding about souls again. He is presuming to 

judge his mother for her sins. 

This visitation has a potent effect on Hamlet, so 

that his mother fears for his sanity and demands, "̂ .̂ liere-

on do you look7" Hamlet, suddenly convinced of his OT̂rn 

guilt, cries: 

On him, on himi Look you, how pale he glares I 
His form and cause conjoined, preaching to stones. 
Would make them capable, (III: iv, 125-27) 
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Then he addresses the .-host: 

Do not look upon me; 
Lest with this piteous action you convert 
My stern effects: then what I have to do 
Will want true colour; tears perchance for blood. 

(127-130) 

The piteous aspect of the ghost does convert Hamlet's 

"stern effects," for the Prince's next speech is to 

counsel his mother in her Christian duty. Of forgiving 

the trespasses of those about us, Luther says, "...you 

should be pious enough to take pity on him for being over

powered by the devil... You must treat this mistake and 

fault in such a way that the neighbor who has sinned against 

you confesses it, asks for forgiveness, and decides to 

ii47 improve,^' Thus, Luther lays upon the victim of the 

sin a large part of the responsibility for healing that 

sin, especially if the victim is a Christian, Hamlet 

assumes this burden in reference to his mother's faults. 

and is able to begin accepting her. He even asks : 

Forgive me this my virtue; 
For in the fatness of these pursy times 
Virtue itself of vice must pardon he^. 
Yea, curb and woo for leave to do him good, 

(III: iv, 1520155) 

His mother's penitent attitude encourages Hamlet to advise 

her to improve. He no longer insists that her character be 

virtuous, but that she gradually throw out of her life 

those corrupting elements which are the work of the devil. 

^^Luther. p. I53, 
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Then he promises her forgiveness and asks hor reciprocal 

forgiveness. This speech is an acceptance of his mother. 

It also implies an acceptance of himself as one who can 

commit trespasses which would require her forgiveness. 

This scene ends Hamlet's inability to forgive; / 

for in needing forgiveness himself, he has learned to 

forgive others. Throughout the remainder of the play, 

he will be concerned with obtaining the forgiveness of 

Polonius' family for his unwitting murder of their father. 

It is part of Hamlet's tragedy that he is unable to re

concile himself with Ophelia because of the circumstances 

of the English voyage and her subsequent death before his 

return. His final achievement of microcosmic order is 

reflected in reconciliation with Laertes at the last 

moment when the issues become clear, and Laertes' con

fession confirms the strength of Hamlet's commission to 

destroy Claudius, 

Scene four of Act IV offers a significant problem 

in the explanation of the play, Hamlet, exiled from 

the court x>rhere his duty lies by a combination of his 

own action and Claudius' guile, stands on a plain in 

Denmark, Despite his forgiving his mother, he finds 

that he cannot now forgive himself. He is unrecon

ciled with his inability to carry out his public vo

cation at a moment when Claudius becomes increasingly 

a menace, Fortinbras' political impetuosity seems to 
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oad him into a painful evaluation of himself and his 

situation. The only explanation that he can think of 

for the delay of the action is his own cov/ardice and 

"some craven scruple of thinking too precisely on the 

event" (41), If honor is the question, his situation 

is clearly dishonorable. It must be noted that these 

are the reflections of a man who has committed a drastic 

error on the basis of what he thought was reasonably sure. 

He is forced to question all of his bases for decision. 

He wonders why God created man with "god-like reason" 

if it was not to serve for his salvation, 

t̂fhat Hamlet has not yet recognized is that reason 

must operate from tenets of faith, of acceptance of some 

design from God, God created man xirith reason so that man 

could recognize and carry out His design for order. Thus, 

even unchristian men may live in an orderly system with 

a valid system of law. The Christian has the additional 

responsibility of understanding God's part in the design, 

and of accepting the implications xirhich this part has in 

48 the ordering of inner convictions, Hamlet is still 

thinking like a natural man, basing his reasoning on 

the code of honor, which is here understood in terras 

of a man's ability to fulfill a lax/, rather than on 

faith, xdiich is understood in terms of God's love. 

^^Ibid., p, 110. 
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It is not until Hamlet returns to Denmark after 

his voyage that he expresses the correct viexi; of his 

proper relationship with God. Relating the details of 

the voyage to Horatio, Hamlet tells of going up on deck 

at night because: 

...in my heart there x̂ras a kind of fighting 
That xvould not let me sleep: methought I lay 
Worse than the mutines in the bilboes. (V: i, 4-6) 

Hamlet chooses an apt phrase to describe his condition at 

this crushing moment: he felt like a mutineer in le^ irons. 

Caught in his sin and confusion, he embraces all the re

bellion which he has earlier expressed tox̂ rard lax̂r and con

science. This conflict drives him to rash action, and 

rashness convinces him of something xirhich reason had 

been unable to do : the existence of God, 

Rashly, 
And praised be rashness for it, let us know. 
Our indiscretion sometimes serves us xirell, 
liThen our deep plots do pall: and that should teach us 
There's a divinity that shapes our ends, 
Rough-hexiT them hox̂r we x̂ rill,,. (6-11) 

The action described here is similar in spirit to 

that prescribed on the lead casket in The Merchant of 

Venice^ "VJho chooseth me must give and hazard all 

he hath" (II; vii, 9), Hamlet's action aboard the ship 

is not a self-reliant on^, based on x:hat he thinks he 

desires or deserves. It is one born of the deepest 

realization of his condition. So it appears that, among 
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the offices that exist in the microcosm, one may be 

directed by reason, but another must be directed by faith. 

This new ingredient leads him to protect himself un

expectedly against Claudius' designs so that a happy 

chain of circumstances brings him back to Denmark to 

oppose the man x/ho he knox̂ rs is a murderer and an at

tempted murderer. 

Telling Horatio of his experience, Hamlet reveals 

the strength of resolve that he had so long sought. It 

is apparent that this strength is an inner one, born 

out of the resolution of his personal vendetta against 

the xvorld, against himself, and against God, Hamlet 

has finally forgiven God for making him a man. At last 

he determines unequivocally to destroy Claudius: 

Is't not perfect conscience. 
To quit him xirith this arm, and is't not to be damned, 
To let this canker of our nature come 
In further evil7 (V: ii, 67-70a) 

At last he voices the Lutheran injunction to authorized 

4 Q punishers to be about their business on pain of damnation, -̂  

The situation of the final scene pits Hamlet against 

Claudius, who seems to have the heavy guns on his side, 

Claudius has involved Laertes (xirith xirhom Hamlet has ex

pressed a desire for reconciliation) in a deadly plot com

plete xiTith point and cup imbued with poison, Horatio 

distrusts the situation, but is unable to persuade Hamlet 

^9Ibid,, p, 108, 
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not to agree to the match. But the proposed situation gives 

Hamlet an opportunity to shox/ the strength of his nexir ax/are-

ness. First, he sees it as an opportunity to seek Laertes 

forgiveness, and this private imperative lies on him as 

heavily as the public one of publishing Claudius' guilt. 

Moreover, he is no longer fearful of x>rhat he has to face 

in the event of death. He no longer intimates that fear

ful consequences are xiraiting. It is obvious that he may 

be virtually committing suicide at any time he comes into 

contact with Claudius or x>rith anything of Claudius' 

invention; yet, this same man x\rho had deplored his ox/n 

fear of suicide noxf resigns himself patiently to the un

certainty of the situation. Hamlot is most confident, 1 

not in being self-confident, but in placing his trust 

in God: 

Not a xd-iit, x̂ re defy augury : T h e r e ' s a s p e c i a l 
p r o v i d e n c e i n the f a l l of a sparroxvr. I f i t be 
noxiT, ' t i s no t t o come; i f i t be not to come, i t 
w i l l be noxv; i f i t be not nox/, ye t i t xirill come: 
t h e r e a d i n e s s i s a l l : s i n c e no man has aught of 
xirhat he l e a v e s , what i s ' t to l eave bet imes7 Let be', 

(V: ii, 230-235) 

Yet is he sure of something: "There's a special provi

dence in the fall of a sparrow." He is finally sure 

through faith. 

It may be suggested that in impetuously killing 

Claudius x/ith the sort of vengeful gusto implied in the 

third act prayer scene, Hamlet departs from his Christian 
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attitude in the final moments of the play. Legally, Hamlet 

has the testimony of two dying witnesses and his oxirn sure 

knowledge of Claudius' treachery to justify his actions. 

Too, the spirit of the sequence is more reminiscent of the 

ship-board experience xirhen Hamlet manipulated the dispatches 

to eliminate Rosencrantz and Guildenstern,than of the prayer 

scene, which is characterized by a cold, reasonable fury. 

\iniat Hamlet has called "rashness" characterizes the killing 

of Claudius, xirhile the killing of Polonius and the preceding 

decision not to kill Claudius at prayer is reasonable and 

vicious, in contrast. Furthermore, Hamlet could say of 

Claudius* misfortune as he said of that of the two emis

saries : 

Why, man, they did make love to this employment; 
They are not near my conscience; their defeat 
Does by their ox̂ n̂ insinuation grow,..(V: ii, 58-60) 

Laertes* death is not met with such a stern attitude, 

for Laertes is a victime of the sins of both Hamlet and 

Claudius, and Hamlet is ax>rare of this fact. After killing 

Polonius, Hamlet had remarked: 

For this same lord, 
I do repent: but heaven hath pleased it so, 
To punish me xirith this and this xvith .ne , 
That I must be their scourge and minister. 
I will bestow him and x̂ ill ansxver xv̂ ell 
The death I gave him. (Ill: iv, 172-177) 

Thus, Hamlet has accepted responsibility for any acts which 

grow out of Polonius' murder, including Laertes' attempted 

revenge. Also, Laertes, recognizing the treachery of the king, 

forgives and pleads for forgiveness: 

file:///iniat


58 

Exchange forj^ivenoss xirith me, noble Hamlet: 
Mine and my father's death come not upon thee. 
Nor thine on me I 

Hamlet forgives Laertes and prays that heaven x>,'ill for

give him too. Thus, the two men exchange blessing in 

a true reconciliation, completing the restoration of 

order in this world except for one detail. For this, 

Hamlet appeals to his Stoic friend Horatio to put off 

death for a x̂ hile in order to care for that x/hich the 

Prince must leave behind—"a wounded name" (V: ii, 357)• 

The tragedy has moved from the essential error of hatred 

in the inner man to the proof of its correction in a final 

act of Christian loving kindness, such as Martin Luther 

repeatedly urged. 

In both The Merchant of Venice and Hamlet, Shake

speare created situations xvhere an important character 

had the opportunity to forgive and failed to do so. This 

failure leads inevitably to serious consequences. Thus 

the playwright, dramatized an idea x\rhich is central to 

Luther's teaching: forgiveness is an integral part of 

the Christian vocation to love; "... therefore, there must 

be continual forgiveness among Christians, and we continu

ally need forgiveness from God."50 

•^^Quoted in full on p. 22, above. 
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CONCLUSION 

Fexv̂  critics xvould deny that religious ideas are 

inherent in the drama of Shakespeare. There is, hoxvever, 

a wide range of opinion concerning the actual function 

of these values in relation to the author's intention. 

Furthermore, there is a general tendency to pass off 

any such passages as merely "Christian," rather than 

to make an attempt to specify x/hich particular aspect 

of Christian thought they may represent. Such in

terpretations disregard the pox>rerful influence of such 

men as Martin Luther in the currents of Elizabethan 

thought and politics, as well as in religion. 

As a symbol of the revolt against the authority of 

the Ohurch, Luther xvas knoxvn in every Christian land, 

either as an inspired authority in matters religious 

or as a mad-man. Princes asked his advice, and his 

policy in such matters as the Oath of Supremacy in 

England had far-reaching consequences. As a German, 

Luther established the literature of the vernacular 

and encouraged German thinkers to be free from Latin 

domination in their investigations. One of the chief 

indications of his revolt at the Diet of V7orms x\''as the 

presentation of his xvritten defense in German rather 

than in Latin, 

If Machiavelli can be said to have freed political 
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systems from moral ones, Luther can be said to have freed 

the secular arm from the domination of religion, at least 

in theory. His careful separation of the public from the 

private, in order to preserve the individual from de

pending on salvation by law, conversely freed the public 

authorities from ecclesiastical law. In England, the 

council of Bishops surrendered all poxirers x̂ rhich the church 

held in matters of public law to the authority of the king, 

who x>ras supposed to handle such matters under the Act of 

Supremacy, The idea of separation of church and state is 

presented very strongly by Luther, and it is nox̂r practiced 

in nearly every country where Luther's ideas found wide 

acceptance. The Church of England is still tied to the 

crox̂ n̂, but it exercises nothing in the realm of public 

authority outside of the coronation of the monarch. 

Luther's importance can scarcely be over-emphasized 

in the shaping of Elizabethan opinion. His ideas are ex

citing and distinctive. Renaissance dramatists knex>r a 

great deal about him, both from reputation and from his in

fluence in the Bible and the Prayer Book, It is reasonable 

to assume that Shakespeare's audience recognized more 

Lutheran influence than the obvious fact of Hamlet's uni

versity training at Wittenberg in Shakespeare's plays, Tt 

is nearly certain that the dramatist recognized the dramatic 

importance of such Lutheran ideas and attitudes x̂ rhich dealt 

directly with problems of the 'Yill and decision to act. 
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